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The story begins at St Anselm’s 
College, Birkenhead, in 1963. 
David Malouf has been giving 
his senior English students some 
‘untranslatable Latin’ to translate, 
on the pretext that it’s relevant to 
the seventeenth-century English 
texts they’re studying, but really, he 
admits in a letter to fellow-poet and 
close friend Judith Rodriguez, ‘to 
draw out the versiﬁers’. He’s already 
had a substantial group of poems 
published in Four Poets (1962) and 
has been experimenting with other 
forms, when he announces in a letter 
to Rodriguez an idea for a new work, 
‘a kind of semi-autobiographical, 
sub-ﬁctional portrait of Johnny M.’ 
‘Johnny M.’ is of course his friend 
John Milliner. The prose work he has 
in mind is going to contain ‘a certain 
amount of ambiguous sexuality, 
copious literary allusions etc. etc.’. He 
hopes he can ‘hit the note’.1 The Fryer 
Library holds more than 400 items 
of correspondence between Malouf 
and Rodriguez over a twenty-year 
period starting in 1957. Comprising 
letters, aerogrammes and postcards, 
they record, along with much else, 
the progress of the work that had its 
beginning with that decision: the novel 
Johnno.
The story of its writing is a saga 
that unfolded over a decade, and in 
a sense it had begun even before 
the decision to start writing had 
been taken. Already in January 1962 
Malouf was making the same kind of 
protests against Brisbane that he later 
put into the mouth of his character 
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Johnno. ‘Brisbane is even worse than 
I had remembered,’ he comments. 
‘So makeshift, so shabby and 
uncommitted.’ The following month an 
aerogramme records a crucial event:
John Milliner was drowned two 
days ago in the Condamine at 
Dalby. Incredible. I can’t really 
believe it has happened, never 
less than this morning when I went 
to the Crematorium to hear him 
prayed over and preached over in 
a way that he would have found 
uproariously offensive. We were to 
go to Bribie or Stradbroke Is. for 
the weekend.2
There is more later in the month:
The whole business is full of 
mysteries, co-incidences etc. that 
multiply around John’s death as 
they did around his life. I begin 
to wonder if they are not, in 
both cases, his own deliberate 
constructions. Extraordinary the 
way in which fantasy and reality 
cross and exchange roles!3 
Malouf’s cringing revulsion 
against Brisbane, as an expatriate 
schoolteacher still in his twenties, 
provides the context for his reﬂections 
on the mysteries of the death, and life, 
of John Milliner.
In November 1963 he was 
optimistic. The novel was growing ‘like 
little Topsy’, and he was enjoying the 
challenge of the move from verse to 
prose:
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died yesterday of a heart attack and I 
am ﬂying back tomorrow’.8
By July 1966 he was working on the 
draft again. The following month he 
was able to report that he had ‘worked 
out a persona for the “I” which is not 
quite my own, and there is a good 
deal of ﬁction mixed in the fact – all, 
I think, as it should be’.9 In January 
1968 he had again taken up ‘that novel 
I worked on a couple of summers ago 
– it’s better than I thought – as a long 
short story’.10
He returned to Australia to take up 
a position at the University of Sydney, 
and started thinking about ‘the 
umpteenth version of my prose-piece 
about Brisbane, which I’ve more or 
less promised the press for the end of 
March. Not at all sure that it will work 
– but it’s this time or never – maybe 
never!’.11 By mid-1972 the novel was, 
at last, close to completion.
Along with the Malouf-Rodriguez 
correspondence, the Fryer Library 
holds several late typescript versions 
of the manuscript of Johnno, two in 
the David Malouf collection, and one 
in the archives of the University of 
Queensland Press.12 We can look to 
these typescripts for the ﬁnal part of 
the saga.
8  Fryer Library, UQ Library, UQFL75/DM84.
9  Fryer Library, UQ Library, UQFL75/DM124.
10  Fryer Library, UQ Library, UQFL75/DM158.
11  Fryer Library, UQ Library, UQFL75/DM200.
12 Fryer Library, UQ Library, UQFL198
What is most difﬁcult is the actual 
prose. The thing has to be written 
in big blocks, rather the way 
Mozart’s operas are constructed, 
with a good deal of unity within 
them. This means that the shape 
of the action in each block has to 
be absolutely right, & this – I mean 
the arc of the thing – depends 
primarily on getting the paragraphs 
to work with & against one another 
& needs a very ﬁrm idea of large 
rhythmic units – more perhaps than 
I have the means of handling at the 
moment. Still, I’m getting better.4 
He was already aware that the 
process had its own inherent interest, 
potentially for others as well as 
himself:
It’s a shame really that no one 
else can share this part of it all, 
because it might very well be more 
interesting than the novel itself. 
What one should do is write a diary 
(like Gide) of the novel’s growth 
& a kind of autobiographical 
commentary as well. One of the 
things that is strangest in all this 
is that while writing to you now I 
realise that the material from which 
it springs goes back to a time 
before we knew one another at all 
well …I’ve never written anything in 
the novel line before that was really 
of much personal signiﬁcance to 
me. The experience I was using 
derived from books, or perhaps, 
I hadn’t got far enough into the 
situations to strike root & let the 
real experience come up.5 
In January 1964 he was ﬁnishing 
the ﬁrst draft of the ﬁnal chapter, and 
ﬁnding that he wrote most easily in the 
bath!
By February the work was ‘in at least 
its penultimate form’.6 Things were still 
going well on June 10th but by the 26th 
he had lost conﬁdence, announcing 
‘the ﬁnal abandonment of the novel, 
which … won’t do’.7 Then a postcard 
of 18th September announces another 
event of critical importance: ‘My father 
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A postcard dated 18th 
September: “My father 
died yesterday of a 
heart attack and I am 
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The typescripts clearly arose from 
a single carbon copy, separately 
amended but often with the same 
alterations. None of them starts with 
those familiar opening words from the 
novel as we now know it, ‘My father 
was one of the ﬁttest men I have 
ever known’. Instead, each begins 
with three paragraphs where Dante 
explains his difﬁculties in writing a 
novel about Johnny Milliner: the very 
difﬁculties that Malouf himself had 
faced over a ten–year period, as we 
have just seen from the evidence 
of the correspondence (the same 
typescripts show us too that the 
change of name from ‘Johnny’ to 
‘Johnno’ was made at the very last 
minute).
In each case these three telling 
paragraphs have been deleted by 
hand, leaving the story to begin, not 
with Dante’s reﬂections on the book 
he is trying to write about the life (and 
death) of Johnny Milliner, but with 
the death (and life) of Dante’s father. 
It’s not hard to understand why the 
excision of those paragraphs was 
so signiﬁcant. It was only with that 
decision that the novel came, fully and 
ﬁnally, under the author’s control. The 
ﬁrst novel was complete at last; the 
novelist’s career had begun.
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Top: 
Writing in the bath (blue 
paper) 
‘I write it mostly in the 
bath. That is, I get into the 
bath, dabble round for an 
hour or so getting it all 
straight and then write in 
great bursts, sometimes 
3000/5000 words at a 
time. […] One learns, at 
last, to write in paragraphs 
rather than sentences, to 
think in big rhythmic units 
rather than small ones’ 
(UQFL75/DM69, recto)
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Late changes to the text 
of Johnno (UQFL 163, 
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